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Re-reading Macbeth as a Green Tragedy 

Abstract 

Ecocriticism aims to establish a connection between the human world and the natural 
environment that surrounds it. This theory explores the role of nature in particular literary 
texts in which nature decides the flow of events through its forces or by becoming a non¬ 
human character that is central to the plot. The purpose of this paper is to probe the 
Shakespearean tragedy Macbeth for the presence of an ecological undercurrent that paves 
way for the tragedy and investigate Macbeth within the frame work of Gaia Hypothesis 
which views Earth as a single organism capable of sustaining and rejuvenating itself through 
self-regulating mechanism. Nature is no longer a sustaining force when evil clouds the stage 
in the form of treachery and murder. Nature takes the role of a force that destroys and defeats 
man’s utter disregard for its laws. The chain of bloody events that Macbeth sets off with the 
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murder of Duncan is a direct disrespect for the role of nature. An ecocritical reading helps to 
understand how Shakespeare skilfully uses nature as a medium of expressing the unnatural 
events in the play. The use of various animals and birds to compare and contrast several 
instances in the play, the forces represented by the witches, and the Birnam wood form vital 
parts of the play in which nature sheds the role of being just a passive observer in the 
background and assumes the role of a character that questions the ambition and pride of the 
hero. When viewed through the ecocritical lens, Macbeth can be re-read as a play in which 
man fails to find a foothold in his battle against the laws of nature. 

Keywords: Ecocriticism, Macbeth, Gaia Hypothesis, Supernatural, Birnam wood. 

To write upon Shakespeare is like passing through a large, spacious and dazzling 
palace through the conveyance of a narrow and dull entry. A beam of light breaks upon you 
in a spur of moment, beyond what the passage first promised, and a thousand beautiful and 
charming gems and pearls of genius and character diffuses and throw themselves out to the 
mind. Turbulent in action and hauntingly written, heavy to perform and yet outstandingly 
popular on stage, sanctioned by actors and audiences its own special curse, William 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth is a play of strong human instincts combined with the exuberant 
natural and supernatural constituents. The phrase ‘typical Shakespearean tragedy’ is defamed 
to the rich and profound Shakespearean acuteness. The plays of Shakespeare are varying in 
form, manner, approach and intention. Being the last play of Shakespeare, the tragic problem 
in Macbeth is most profoundly moral rather than distracting anger and resentment. 
Shakespearean plays can be considered as the Bible of English literature as whatever one’s 
fascination might be, Shakespeare would answer to them and draw them on, in one way or 
the other. Shakespearean plays are an encyclopedia of human instincts and feelings. All 
human emotions and the actions aroused due to it are discussed and elaborated by 
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Shakespeare through his immortal plays and this has helped his plays to transcend time and 
space. As many critics believed, Shakespeare did not wish to preach. He just wanted to 
portray human emotions in their entirety and leave its perception to our own value 
acknowledgement. 

The poet that holds up to his readers a faithful mirror of manners and of life. His 
characters are not modified by the customs of particular places, unpractised by the rest of the 
world; by the peculiarities of studies or professions, which can operate but upon small 
numbers; or by the accidents of transient fashions or temporary opinions: they are the genuine 
progeny of common humanity, such as the world will always supply, and observation will 
always find. (Johnson, 8) 

The human instincts in Shakespeare’s plays are not confined within living beings. It is 
also extended to nature and its structure and function. That is where Shakespeare shows his 
close affinity with the elements of nature. The reference to weather, birds, animals, flowers 
and trees are so constant throughout the play as to establish the presence of an ecosystem in 
which the human follies, fashion, action and fascination are embedded. 

In Macbeth we can see the role of natural and supernatural in the human deeds and 
passion. The theme of natural and unnatural in this play particularly reveals the upshots of 
both good and evil forces in the course of the play. These forces either take place externally 
as circumstances or by the ambition and management of a single character. This constitutes 
the heart of the entire play. 

Nature always provides the human conscience with a comfort zone. Shakespeare has 
certain strong belief in nature and he has employed these strong life views in his writings. In 
my opinion Shakespeare was a firm believer of fate and karma. This play shows us that when 
the deeds of the characters become vicious, the external world brings them karma. This can 
be well defined on the basis of Gaia hypothesis which views Earth as a single organism 
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capable of sustaining and rejuvenating itself through self-regulating mechanism. Nature is no 
longer a sustaining force when evil clouds the stage in the form of treachery and murder. 
Nature takes the role of a force that destroys and defeats man’s utter disregard for its laws. 
The chain of bloody events that Macbeth sets off with the murder of Duncan is a direct 
disrespect for the role of nature. 

The beginning of the play itself draws upon the mood and focus of the play through 
the faculty of nature. The thunder and lightning along with the three witches also adds to the 
supernatural elements of the play. The weird sisters confuse the audience by transporting 
their words of right and wrong. 

Fair is foul, and foul is fair: 

Hover through the fog and filthy air. (1.1. 10-11) 

The play begins with a chaos of dualistic opposites. The second witch says ‘the battle’s lost 
and won’ and ‘fair is foul and foul is fair’ suggest that success will bring with it a greater 
loss. In scene iii Macbeth echoes the ‘foul is fair’ line. It seems to be contrasting the fairness 
of his success with the foulness of the weather-‘the fog and filthy air’. This can be considered 
as Macbeth’s initial attempt to place pliability between natural phenomenon and his own 
deeds. 

Stars hide your fires; 

Let not light see my black and deep desires: 

The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be, 

Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see.(1.4. 50-53) 

Macbeth is calling upon nature to eclipse his heinous action. His desires and eagerness is not 
allowing himself to abstain from the brutality of the act. But he wants to do the deed without 
affecting the laws of karma. While committing the crime, he wants to cling to the self that is 
free of guilt and culpability. In that way he wants to seal off the deed. 
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Lady Macbeth always fears this confused attitude of Macbeth. She believes that 
resolution is necessary and that resolution she wants lies in the direetion of complete 
destruction. She is the one who injects more malice into the heart of Macbeth. She advises 
him to be fearless and cunning. 

Your face, my thane, is as a book where men 
May read strange matters. To beguile the time. 

Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye. 

Your hand, your tongue; look like the innocent flowers. 

But be the serpent under’t. (1.5. 62-66) 

Nature has the power to influence human lives and humanity ,in turn, has the ability 
to influence nature both in a sustaining and non-sustaining manner sometimes even inviting 
the wrath of nature as a result of these activities. Peter Barry says: “For the ecocritic, nature 
really exists, out there beyond ourselves... as an entity which affects us, and which we can 
affect, perhaps fatally, if we mistreat it” (Barry 243). Macbeth's desire to eliminate his 
supposed enemies is a direct assault on all of nature. Banquo himself represents the nature 
that Macbeth scorns and vainly tries to defeat. Macbeth refers to Banquo as the seed of many 
Kings and he is a flourishing plant who is to be “the root and father of many Kings". In the 
murderer's words Banquo lies with “twenty trenched gashes on his head;/ The least a death to 
nature”(3.4.28-29). Duncan's death is depicted as a crime against nature and the murderer 
himself says, 

his gash'd stabs look'd like a breach in nature 
For ruin's wasteful entranee: (2.3.115-116 ) 

Macbeth exhibits utter disregard and indifference towards nature by cutting off those 
lives she nurtured and allowed to flourish. He would rather let the structure of the whole 


world fall to pieces and both heaven and earth collapse rather than live in perpetual fear of his 
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threats. Macbeth upsets the delicate balance and order of nature by stepping too far into 
innocent blood. 

The chain of events that Macbeth sets off with his bloody actions put forth a 
challenging call to nature. His sense of false security arises from his belief in the prophesy of 
the witches, his ambition attaches itself on to the prophesy that none born of women shall 
harm Macbeth and boasts, 

Who can impress the forest, bid the tree 
Unfix his earth-bound root?.. 

...our high-placed Macbeth 

Shall live the lease of nature, pay his breath 

To time and mortal custom. ( 4.1.95-100) 

The prophecy itself challenges the natural order of things, nature has designed humans in 
such a way that the ability to create and nurture new life rests with a woman. Every human is 
welcomed into this world by his mother and on one else. The idea of a forest getting uprooted 
and marching is, in itself, unnatural. It is this order of nature that Macbeth challenges by 
putting his faith in the prophecy. The witches meet with Banquo and Macbeth in a “blasted 
heath”, in the words of Macbeth himself, where the setting itself sets the tone of the 
impending tragedy. This barren heath is nature’s way of warning Macbeth that whatever 
arises from his experiences in this heath it would be as fruitless as the heath is, which 
Macbeth discovers as he progresses on his bloody adventure, he says: 

Upon my head they placed a fruitless crown. 

And put a barren sceptre in my gripe,(3.1.61-62) 

In addition to complete disregard for nature he wants nature to turn a blind eye 
towards his nefarious executions. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth calls upon the dark night and 
its powers to hide their darkest secrets. The darkness that accompanies the night is chosen by 
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them to carry out their evil deeds. Duncan is stabbed to death in the shadow of the night and 
Banquo is ambushed as soon as the last streaks of daylight disappeared. Macbeth asks the 
lights of heaven to hide their fires so that even nature does not become a witness to his 
crimes. 

Stars, hide your fires; 

Let not light see my black and deep desires; 

The eye wink at the hand;...(1.5.50-53) 

Lady Macbeth too conjures the thick night to surround her in a hell like darkness. Upon 
learning of the prophesy she says: " Come, thick night, / And pall thee in the dunnest smoke 
of hell, / That my keen knife see not the wound it makes,/ Nor heaven peep through the 
blanket of the dark..." (1.5.51-54). Macbeth wants nature to be a deaf, mute and blind 
observer of his murderous errands. 

Banquo is, like Macbeth, promised the sweet fruits of a privileged life as the father of 
a long line of kings by the witches. Banquo, unlike Macbeth does not fall an easy prey to the 
trap of the weird sisters and valiantly fights the unnatural thoughts that spring up in the dark 
comers of his mind. While Macbeth asks for nature’s assistance to hide his crimes, Banquo 
asks the environment around him to help him in the battle that is raging inside him. On a dark 
night during which the stars and moon went out early, Banquo says: 

And yet I would not sleep. Merciful Powers, 
restrain in me cursed thoughts that nature 
gives way to in repose(2.1.7-9). 

These thoughts could be about the prophecy of the witches as he reveals to Macbeth in the 
conversation that follows soon afterwards. Banquo admits to Macbeth that he had dreamt 
about the weird sisters and about how their prophecy has come true in the case of Macbeth. 
He wants to hold back his “bosom franchised and allegiance clear” even when circumstances 
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rise against him. Banquo serves as a foil to Macbeth in this regard; Banquo calls upon nature 
to help him tide over the evil thoughts that grip him while Macbeth asks Nature to be his 
accomplice in crime. 

Nature is an active element throughout the play, it does not just remain in the 
background to serve the purpose of setting rather nature expresses itself strongly in response 
to the evil that rages around it. Sometimes nature even rises to the status of a character who 
seeks revenge against the atrocities committed against its natural law. Nature operates as a 
warning system that tells, through omens, of the danger that is to come and it also functions 
as a medium through which the evil around it gets reflected. Prior to Macbeth and Banquo 
meeting the witches in the heath, Macbeth observes that the atmosphere is very stormy, he 
says: “so foul and fair a day I have not seen”(1.3.38). The stormy weather is a prelude to the 
figurative storm that is to happen in Macbeth’s life. On the night of Duncan’s tragic death 
Banquo observes the unusual darkness of the night, no star was visible in the sky, he says: 
“There’s husbandry in heaven,/their candles are all out”(2.1.4-5). Banquo’s lively wit 
attributes this darkness to heaven practising economy whereas this can be seen as nature’s 
way of warning that Duncan’s light of life was to be extinguished that very night. 

The night of Duncan’s murder is reported to be an extremely unruly one as 
understood from a conversation between Lennox, Macbeth and Macduff. Nature turns violent 
in response to the unnatural crime that has been committed by the defiler, Macbeth. Lennox 
says that the night had been unruly and, 

Lamentings heard i ’Th air, strange screams of death. 

And prophesying with accents terrible 

Of dire combustion and confused events (2.3.58-60) 

These events are that invoke a premonition in the characters and is a reflection of the 
treachery that has been committed. This violence in nature suggests a loss of harmony 
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between man and nature that is essential for sustaining humanity, Macbeth has defiled this 
delicate balance and harmony. A similar instance of unusual occurrences in nature that 
signals a disruption in its balance is revealed through the conversation between Ross and an 
old man. Ross observes that even though it is daytime by the clock, the Sun seems to be 
chocked by darkness of the night, the sky is as dark as it is during the night. He infers that 
darkness is a threat issued by the Gods who are infuriated by the actions of men on earth and 
is also symbolic of the darkness that has engulfed their lives. The unnatural death of Duncan 
is reflected in nature as the unnatural event of Duncan’s horses turning wild and eating each 
other and in the strange instance of a mouse hunting owl attacking and killing a falcon. 

Banquo’s murder is yet another act of treachery against nature which further deepens 
the fissure that fell on the bond between man and nature. Soon after learning of Banquo’s 
death, Macbeth asks of Lady Macbeth the time of night to which she replies: “almost at odds 
with morning, which and which”(3.4.128). The distinction between day and night is lost 
which is indicative of the loss of man’s ability to distinguish between the natural and 
unnatural. 

Shakespeare uses a considerable amount of bird imagery to draw parallels and to 
create ironic situations using these elements of nature. In most of the scenes, Shakespeare 
uses the images of predatory birds like the owl, falcon, kite etc from nature to emphasize the 
evil at play. On Duncan’s arrival at the castle of Macbeth, Duncan ironically speaks of the 
pleasant atmosphere in and around the castle, in which he is to be later murdered; Banquo 
carries the irony forward by stating that the nesting of the summer bird, the temple haunting 
martlet, in almost every available space in the castle makes the place a small heaven. Banquo 
says: “the temple-haunting martlet, does approve/ by his loved mansionry, that is heavens’ 
breath/smells wooingly here :”(1.6.4-6). The presence of a bird who builts it’s nest around 
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temples is juxtaposed with Macbeth’s and Lady Macbeth’s minds which are as dark as hell to 
give evil a more darker shade. 

On the night of Duncan’s murder, Lady Macbeth hears the shriek of an owl which she 
calls the “fatal bellman” that breaks the news of approaching death to those who are 
condemned to die. The owl’s shriek is indeed an omen that signals the impending disaster. 
Later when the murder is done, Shakespeare uses the image of the owl and the falcon to 
compare the murder of Duncan by Macbeth. The old man says: “A falcon, tow’ring in her 
pride of place,/ was by a mousing owl hawk’d at and kilTd”(2.4.12-13), it was most 
unnatural for a humble bird like an owl to attack and kill a noble bird of prey like a falcon. 
Macbeth’s murder of the noblest Duncan is of a similar nature made much explicit by 
Shakespeare’s use of bird imagery from nature. The comparison continues when Macduff 
refers to Macbeth as a heinous hell-kite who took all his pretty chickens and their dam in one 
swoop, upon learning of the cold blooded murder of his family. Macbeth is compared to the 
crudest birds to assert his descent from a most noble soul into a tyrant with predatorial 
behaviour. 

Macbeth fights against nature even during the last minutes of his life when he is 
almost sure that death is lurking somewhere near. When Macbeth realizes the deceptive 
nature of the prophesies on understanding that Bimam wood is indeed coming to Dunsinane, 
he says: “I gin to be aweary of the Sun/ and wish th’ estate o’ th’ world were now 
undone”(5.5.49-50). Macbeth is sick of the nature that surrounds him and wishes that the 
world would end before his end. Nature witnesses the growth of Macbeth as a wayward son 
who defies every sacred natural law of life by pruning those lives whom nature had intended 
to grow and flourish. Nature comes to Macbeth in the symbolic form of Birnam wood, 
working through Malcolm, to restore balance and harmony to the wounded Scotland. The 
prophesy of Birnam wood is what inflates Macbeth’s ego thinking that a forest would never 
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come to life but it is this prophesy that defeats him and shows him that Nature does not have 
to manifest the way humans think rather it can take on any form and work through any 
human being to reap back what was taken from it. 
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